Purpose -In line with the wide acceptance of the microfinance industry globally, Islamic microfinance has also evolved rapidly in the past years to cater for the demand for Shariah-compliant microfinancing schemes. Despite this, the industry is facing various issues and challenges from both the clients and microfinance institutions. This study aims to identify the issues and challenges faced by different demographic background of microentrepreneurs receiving Islamic microfinancing from Amanah Ikhtiar Malaysia (AIM). Methodology-It adopts the quantitative research methodology where primary data is collected using survey questionnaires administered on 393 women entrepreneurs who are currently clients of AIM's Islamic microfinance scheme located in Selangor. The descriptive and cross-tabulation analyses are applied in efforts to understand the influence of socio-demographic factors (age, education level, duration with AIM, and times of receiving financing) on the following issues: cost of repayment, financing period, amount of financing, distance to AIM center, group lending mechanism, discipline among members, problematic group members, and consultation services. Findings -The study finds that clients with different socio-demographic factors perceived the issues differently, suggesting an influential role of clients' demographic factors on the microfinance intervention. Practical implications -These findings have important implications to the microfinance industry in terms of further improving their products that are tailor-made to the socio-demographic characteristics of their clients. Originality -This research taken views of AIM's microfinance recipients which were woman entrepreneurs in Selangor directly through a survey. Results of the research would be useful to AIM to enhance their products and services in future.
Introduction
Today, microfinance has become a widely accepted tool for poverty alleviation around the globe. It empowers the poor and makes them economically independent; by having access to finance, small entrepreneurs are able to expand their businesses, support their families, and improve their socio-economic status. In Malaysia, microfinance industry Subsequently in November 1998, in the aftermath of the Asian financial crisis which hit the country in 1997, another MFI was established, namely the Economic Fund for National Entrepreneurs Group (or TEKUN). TEKUN's process of borrowers' selection is rather different compared to AIM and YUM as it reaches out to wider community by granting loans to both poor and not-so-poor entrepreneurs. Being subjected under the supervision of Ministry of Agriculture and Agro-Based Malaysia, TEKUN aims to provide quick and easy loans to the Bumiputra community as well as Indian entrepreneurs. Since then, there has been significant growth of innovative and progressive entrepreneurs from all over Malaysia due to the financing disbursed by TEKUN.
Financing schemes offered by TEKUN ranging from RM500 up to RM 50,000, involving small-medium scale entrepreneurial activities to those aged between 18 and 65 years old. Unlike YUM and AIM, TEKUN grants more flexible lending contracts to its borrowers as it gives reasonable grace periods to borrowers mainly in agricultural activities. As an example, it grants a one-year grace period for fruit and vegetable farming as well as cattle farming activities while six months for poultry farming and fishponds. TEKUN considers grace period in accordance to the harvesting cycles in the borrowers' businesses (TEKUN 2009 Despite being an NGO, the source of funds for AIM comes in the form of interestfree government financing, grants and soft loans through allocations made under the various Malaysia Plans (Mason et al., 2015) . This is in line with the government efforts to eradicate poverty in the country.
Lending mechanism adopted by AIM revolves around the provision of collateral-free credit to be paid back in small instalments on weekly basis by the clients, known as has brought impactful results in enhancing client's social networking and bondage. In addition, a series of training are conducted to harness entrepreneurial skills among the clients to ensure optimal utilization of resources. To achieve an optimal usage of resources, a wide array of services were offered inclusive of financial education, entrepreneurship training, value chain support and social services to the Sahabats. 
Products
The main objective of AIM's microcredit schemes is to grant benevolent loans for economic activities. As an Islamic MFI, AIM employs the Shariah concepts of Qard (benevolent loan), Ujrah (service fees) as well as Tawarrruq (commodity murabahah) in its financing contracts and schemes. Mason et al. (2015) reports that there are three major economic financing schemes offered by AIM namely i-Mesra loan, i-Srikandi loan and i-Wibawa. The most basic financing scheme is the i-Mesra scheme (up to RM 10,000) which targets to finance economic projects expected to garner favourable returns to the clients. The grace period of repayment is between 12 to 100 weeks. The i-Srikandi scheme is offered to individuals with potentially viable and successful projects with amount of financing ranging from RM 12,000 to the maximum amount of RM 20,000 whilst its repayment period ranges from 12 to 150 weeks. The i-wibawa scheme, which is specifically for individuals subscribing to the i-Mesra or i-Srikandi scheme, provides soft loans to those needing additional capital for the purpose of undertaking seasonal projects with maximum disbursement amount of RM 5,000 to be paid back within 6
months.
In addition to aforementioned economic schemes, other non-economic financing schemes offered include i-Bistari scheme (education loan), i-Sejahtera scheme (housing/multipurpose loan), i-Penyayang scheme (recovery loan for those with repayment problems) and the i-Emas scheme (loan for individuals aged 75 years old and above). The i-Sejahtera scheme ranges between RM 1000 up to RM 10,000 while the i-Bistari provides financing from RM 1,000 up to RM 5,000 with both having a grace period of 12 to 100 weeks. The i-Penyayang is given to Sahabats who are at default risks due to project failure, natural disaster or health problems amounting to RM 5000 with the same grace period as other financing schemes. On the other hand, the i-Emas scheme offers a maximum disbursement amount of RM 2,000 to the senior citizens. All financing assistances are covered by micro-insurance except for i-Emas (Mason et al., 2015).
Issues and challenges facing AIM
Despite the success of AIM in extending its outreach to the poor, they are facing several issues and challenges that should be addressed. Due to their heavy reliance on governmental grants, sustainability is an ongoing issue faced by AIM which negatively impacts outreach. This dependence on government funding further causes it to be vulnerable to political intervention and as a result, their involvement in community In a study by Mokhtar et al. (2012) , it was discovered that the group lending mechanism adopted by AIM contributed to a high repayment rate compare to other MFIs such as YUM and TEKUN. However, the study observed that other group members were left with no other option but to settle the outstanding amount due on behalf of their defaulted group member as it would affect their ability to obtain financing in the future. Thus, it can be deduced that the high repayment rate recorded by AIM is at the expense of Detail analysis of the results is presented in next section. Table 2 shows the responses given by the women microentrepreneurs who are clients of AIM. The respondents indicated their level of agreement on a scale of 1 to 5, with one being strongly disagree with the statement made on the particular issue and 5
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indicates strogly agree. There are eight issues highlighted to be considered by the respondents, namely (i) cost of repayment, (ii) repayment period, (iii) amount of financing, (iv) distance to AIM center, (v) effectiveness of group lending mechanism, (vi) views on problematic group members, (vii) low discipline among members, and (viii) lack of consultation services. Based on responses, it is observed that the financed microentrepreneurs were not experienced much issues with AIM along the period of financing. However, it is worth noting that there were few issues that need attention by AIM as shared by the respon- 
Linking the socio-demographic variables with issues and challenges Issue 1a: Problematic group member(s) in repayment of financing and different educational background
The first issue that was clearly agreed by majority of the respondents is with regards to repayment of financing by group members. In this context, the group lending mechanism that was practiced by AIM would need the entrepreneurs to be in a group and choose their own members (5 members in a group) for future financing repayment responsibility. This mechanism thus requires all the members to be committed and responsible to pay their financing and at the same time ensure other members do the same. The problem would exist in case of any of the members fail to pay the financing amount (weekly) where this would affect the whole group members to pay the weekly financing amount. This issue is further examined via cross-tabulation analysis in order to investigate view of the entrepreneurs of different educational background. As in Table 3a below, 44 percent of the total respondents have an agreement that they have dealt with this issue before. In addition, even though majority of the respondents in this research were from group of secondary school, the issue of prepayment of financing is mostly agreed by the respondents from degree group (63.7 percent agree and strongly agree) and followed by those from group of primary school (50 percent agree and strongly agree). Therefore, it can be concluded that those who received higher education would concern more on this issue compare to the lower education groups. It can be interpreted that this issue most probably done by the lower education groups especially the secondary level of education (majority respondents). 
Issue 1b: Problematic group member(s) in repayment of financing and duration with AIM
The issue of repayment of financing among AIM members is further emphasised in terms of different duration of experiences among the entrepreneurs dealt with AIM.
There were four different periods captured in this research (less than a year, 1-2 years, 2-3 years, and more than 3 years) and most of the entrepreneurs' understudy have dealt with AIM more than 3 years. Overall, in terms of duration dealing with AIM, the agreement on this issue were mostly came from the respondents that have dealt with AIM between 2-3 years (54.77 percent agree and strongly disagree). It is followed by those who have dealt with AIM for a period of 1-2 years and more than 3 years. This research therefore found that the tendency for the microentrepreneurs to observe the issue of repayment of financing among the AIM members were seen after two years of subscription. Hence, this issue was rarely observed by the microentrepreneurs that have received the financing less than a year. As a consequence, the longer period of financing, the longer experience that they will have with AIM, and as a result, the higher chances of having problematic group members will happened. Please refer to Table 3b for details on the results. Meanwhile, within the group, the highest number of agreement on this issue was recorded by the entrepreneurs that have received exactly 3 times of financing from AIM. These results indicate that the more period of financing given to the entrepreneurs, the tendency for them to face the issue of problematic group members to repay-back the financing which at the end bring to default of financing is high. This is serious matter to be concerned by the AIM which may affect the growth of the business of microentrepreneurs in future where they need to scarify their money to meet the default financing of other group members. The second issue that was reported by the woman microentrepreneurs is on the low discipline among the group members that perhaps related to payment of financing, attendance to meeting, as well as committing with training. In this case, almost half of the respondents were agreed and strongly agreed (41.2 percent) on this issue (Table 4a ).
2nd ICIEBP It is also found that the microentrepreneurs that belong to group of secondary school have agreed mostly over the total respondents (116 respondents over 393). In addition, within the group of education, it is observed that majority of the microentrepreneurs those were degree holders have agreed more than other groups (63.7 percent) even though they were small in number. Similar with the previous issue which related to attitude and behaviour of group members regarding the payment of financing, this issue was also become the concern of most of the microentrepreneurs that have higher educational background compared to lower education backgrounds. Issue 2b: Low discipline among group members and different duration with AIM
The issue of low discipline among the AIM members is further emphasised in terms of different duration of experiences among the microentrepreneurs dealt with AIM group cooperation system that was practiced requires all members to be responsible towards each other especially for financing repayment. That is why in case of any of the members do not pay their weekly financing installment, the other members need to pay the installment of their behalf. This basically would bring issue of disbelief and dissatisfaction towards the system for the members that become victims caused by others' irresponsibility.
In particular, nearly half of them were agree that they have issue with their group members in terms of repayment of financing (44 percent agree and strongly agree) as well as low discipline of the members (41 percent). As a consequence, a few of them felt that the group lending mechanism that is practiced by AIM was ineffective (25.4 percent). In addition, by looking at the respondents' educational background, duration with AIM, and times of receiving financing from AIM, this research found that majority of the respondents that coming from higher education level, have dealt with AIM at least a year, and have received financing more than three times were concerned more on these issues compared to others.
Consequently, the study finds that the cooperation system that is currently practiced by AIM is still effective and applicable given that there are not many major issues reported by the microentrepreneurs. Respondents have not raised any issue regarding the product and services of AIM, but rather their concern is mainly on the financial discipline of the borrowers. Hence, this research would suggest AIM to enhance its cooperation system by utilizing technology to manage human and payment system in order to be fair to the clients.
